INTRODUCTION
Sacred groves are sanctified patches of native vegetation traditionally been protected on the ground of religious beliefs and are generally dedicated to different gods, goddesses, spirits, serpents, etc. These are the remnants of a rich indigenous vegetation that has existed in an area in the distant past and are survived the axe of development simply on grounds of religious beliefs. Each sacred grow has a deity and people are afraid to anger the deities when damaging the vegetation or overexploiting other resources of sacred groves as it is strongly believed that the deities will punish by bringing illness, deaths or misfortune. Religious sentiments thus played a critical role in the conservation of these natural treasures for centuries.
As described by Vartak (1983) , sacred groves are natural museums of living giant trees, treasure house of rare, endemic and endangered species, dispensary of medicinal plants, recreation centre for urban life, garden for botanists, gene bank of economic species, paradise for nature lovers and laboratory for environmentalists. They are considered as repository of local biodiversity. The sacred groves play an important role in ecosystem services by providing clean air, soil and water, conservation of flora and fauna, temperature control and conservation of traditional knowledge. Being a biotype in a rural landscape, the sacred groves performs a critical role in the maintenance of ecological and hydrological balance of an area, and also help to compensate for carbon emissions of polluting industries and thereby offers economic benefits to the communities besides other ecological benefits (Chandrashekara, 2011) .
Kerala and are comparatively well studied (Induchoodan, 1998 , Jayarajan, 2004 Chandrashekara, 2011; Sreevidhya, 2014) . However, the sacred groves in central Kerala, especially in Kottayam and Idukki districts are poorly explored. Haritha et al. (2014 Haritha et al. ( & 2015 studied the floristic wealth of some selected sacred groves in Kottayam district. However, the studied groves are located in the plains and are representative of low land vegetation of Kottayam district. In this scenario, the present investigation on the floristic diversity of Thevarmala sacred grove is of special relevance, since this sacred grove represents the few sacred groves in Kerala above 400 m altitude with unique Western Ghats floristic composition. The evergreen forests in the high ranges of Kottayam district are widely cleared a century ago for the establishment of Rubber plantations and Thevarmala sacred grove has become a refuge for some rare endemic and medicinally useful plants in that area.
Study Area
The study area, Thevarmala sacred grove is located in central Kerala, near Kayyur, in the Bharananganam panchayat of Kottayam revenue district, lies between 9 0 75' North latitude and 76 0 70' East longitude ( Fig. 1.a.) . The grove is situated on the top of a small hill called Thevarmala, at 450-480 m altitude above the mean sea level and covers an area of 15 acres of land. The grove is associated with a temple dedicated to Lord Sankaranarayana and Pandavas, since the origin of the grove is related to the epic Mahabharatha. The grove is managed by three Nair families namely, Kulappuram, Chooramala and Machukad. Womens are not allowed to enter in to the grove and temple. 
MATERIALS AND METHODS
Extensive floristic explorations were conducted in Thevarmala sacred grove during the period 2015-2016 in different seasons. Specimens of each taxon were collected and herbarium sheets were prepared as per the standard practices. Plants are identified with the help of regional floras like The Flora of Presidency of Madras (Gamble, 1915 (Gamble, -1936 
RESULTS & DISCUSSION
The present study was undertaken to assess the angiosperm plant diversity of Thevarmala sacred grove, Kottayam District, Kerala. This sacred grove is rather rich in its floristic composition. Mixtures of both evergreen and deciduous elements are found in the grove. A total of 152 species of flowering plants belong to 136 genera under 50 families were documented (Table 1) . Dicots are dominating with 129 species in 41 families; meanwhile monocots are represented by 23 species in 22 genera under 9 families. In dicots, the group polypetalae is represented by 48 species (45 genera under 20 families), gamopetalae by 54 species (48 genera under 14 families) and monochlamydeae by 27 species (21 genera under 7 families). Details are illustrated in Fig.2 .
Table1. List of flowering plants in Thevarmala sacred grove.
Name of the plant Utility Among the families, Fabaceae dominates with 15 species in 12 genera followed by Euphorbiaceae (14 species in 10 genera) and Rubiaceae (12 species in 9 genera). As many as 16 families are represented by single species in each (Fig. 3.) . 
Endemic Plants
Endemism encompasses taxonomic units of any rank or taxa which occur in a biogeographical area usually isolated by geographical, ecological or temporal barriers and such species are known as endemic species. Thevarmala sacred grove is located in the Western Ghats, one of the world recognized biodiversity hotspot. Out of the 152 species documented in the present study 18 are endemic to Indian peninsula and majority of them are strictly confined to the Southern Western Ghats (Fig. 5.a-r.) . 18 species found only in the Western Ghats-Sri Lanka biodiversity hotspot. Presence of Critically Endangered trees like Vateria indica L., etc. makes the flora of this sacred grove invaluable. 
Economically important Plants
Thevarmala sacred grove is endowed with a large number of medicinally and economically useful plants. 
CONCLUSION
The present study aimed to study the floristic wealth of Thevarmala sacred grove, Kayyoor in Kottayam district of Kerala state. The study revealed that, the sacred grove is rich in its floristic wealth and is an abode of certain rare endemic as well as medicinally useful plants. A total of 152 species of flowering plants belong to 136 genera in 50 families were collected during the study and the specific and generic diversity present in this comparatively small area of land is exceptional. Among the 152 species documented in the present study, 18 species are Indian endemics and majority of them are very rare and are extremely restricted to the Southern Western Ghats. 19 species reported in this present study is new addition to the Kottayam district. While the adjacent forest areas were all cleared for agriculture and human settlements, this sacred grove is the last refuge for such rare plants in that area.
Similar to all other sacred groves, the sacred religious beliefs and associated taboos helped to prevent the over exploitation of the natural resources present in Thevarmala sacred grove. However, the present status of this sacred grove is rather precarious. Earlier the 'kavu' was spreads in 50 acres of land, which has now been reduced to just 15 acres. Human interactions led to the degradation of the natural flora to a certain extent. Invasive alien species like Alternanthera brasiliana ( L. ) Kuntze, Chromolaena odorata (L.) King & Robins., Lantana camera L., etc. are also a threat to the native flora. Pressure from the ever increasing human population and the agriculture related activities in the adjacent private properties are adversely affecting this serene ecosystem. In this context, necessary actions are urgently needed to protect the invaluable natural wealth of this sacred grove from further degradation. The present scientific documentation of the floristic wealth of this sacred grove will be baseline data for the stakeholders to plan conservation strategies in the future.
